Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 38

Issue 2

Article 6

January 2006

A Voice to Be Heard
Mary Jo Finney

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Finney, Mary Jo (2006) "A Voice to Be Heard," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 38 : Iss. 2 , Article 6.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol38/iss2/6

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

A Voice to Be Heard
BY MARY JO FINNEY
Reading is the process of constructing meaning through the dynamic interaction
among the reader's existing knowledge, the information suggested by the written
language, and the context of the reading situation.
- Michigan Definition of Reading

I

n its 50 years of existence, the Michigan Reading Association has been a voice for reading professionals in
our state. As we look back to moments when our organization's voice was heard the loudest, we remember
the MRA's response to the Michigan Definition of Reading (1983). When the Michigan Board of Education
did not first adopt the definition of reading, it was the MRA along with the Michigan Department of Education
who rallied support for its acceptance. After the MRA issued a position paper in support of the definition and
worked diligently to inform teachers throughout the state, the Board ultimately adopted the Michigan Definition of Reading in 1987. Nearly 20 years later, this remarkable 30-word definition continues to shape reading
assessment, inform state standards, and influence teachers' understanding of what it means to read.

Many who worked tirelessly to garner support could tell the story behind the MRA's role in defining reading. Two individuals who were instrumental in this effort and share unique perspectives-Nancy Seminoff,
1983-84 MRA president, and Elaine Weber, then language arts consultant for the Michigan Department of
Education-tell it here. In separate telephone interviews, I spoke with Nancy and Elaine who shared their
recollection of this remarkable time in our history.
I begin with Nancy's reminiscence of MRA at that time, followed by Elaine's perspective based on her role in
the creation of the definition and as Michigan Department of Education liaison to the MRA. Since the interviews were conducted on different occasions, I took the liberty of interspersing their remarks to my questions
in a manner suggestive of a side-by-side interview. The position paper authored by the Michigan Reading
Association and approved by the MRA Board of Directors on October 29, 1983, is reprinted beginning on page 29.
MJ: What were the times like when you were MRA
president?

NANCY: The MRA had people who were willing to
explore a multiplicity of views. It was controversial
and exciting. I am looking back at the minutes from
our board meeting on October 29, 1983 (Michigan
Reading Association, 1983). There was a motion to
secure a legislative advocate on an as-needed basis.
I think that's pretty significant. These were times
when there was a lot of reform going on in education.
A Nation at Risk (1983) was released at that time
and the spotlight turned on education.
I am looking at my President's Update (Seminoff,
1983) where I reported that I testified to some
subcommittees about the importance of teachers taking courses in secondary reading methods. We were
trying to influence teacher certification for secondary teachers. At the same time, the state Board of
Education and the legislators were addressing the
need to revise teacher certification. Both groups were
moving simultaneously.
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MRA was also working to include using the most
current information in reading research to positively
influence reading development in the state and
assessment. Assessment was going to be changed.
At that time, Elaine was the liaison to MRA from
MDE. The Michigan Department of Education had
provided a grant to author the definition of reading.

ELAINE: One of my very first responsibilities was to
establish 10 th grade objectives because there was no
10 th grade assessment for reading. These objectives
would guide the assessment. I was handed a list of
MRA representatives. I was told that I should work
with these people [MRA].
MJ: What inspired the need for a new definition?

ELAINE: It all started in the early '80s because of
the research on schema theory. It was from research
that we started working on a clear definition of what
it meant to read. Embedded in [the definition] was
the philosophy of prior knowledge, how to be metacognitive before, during, and after reading.
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MJ: What was it like to craft the definition?

ELAINE: Most of the sessions were conducted at
the University of Michigan where Karen Wixson
was a newly hired assistant professor in the School
of Education. It was Karen, Charlie Peters, and
myself. Karen brought the best information because
she was freshest from her dissertation work. She
had a national group of people she belonged to that
included P. David Pearson, Scott Paris, and Taffy
Raphael. They were the think tank. Karen would
bring back their thinking to us.
Charlie was at Oakland Schools. He had worked on
the earlier objectives and assessment at the state
level. He was an integral part of developing the
original standards and assessments. It took about a
year to draft. Once it was shaped, we then took it to
the MRA board.

NANCY: We had presentations at the board meeting
by Charlie and Karen on the evolution of the definition. It was wonderfully educational for our group
to explore the latest thinking on the latest research,
to debate and discuss and ultimately adopt the
definition. MRA was a vehicle to do it. We were an
important vehicle.
MJ: There was already a definition of reading so how
was this new one received?

ELAINE: It [the new definition] was not originally
accepted by the state board. We were directed to get
support from the field; so I convened a committee
called the Curriculum Review Committee (Weber,
1984). It had university people, teachers, administrators, and we later added publisher representatives
[because] we needed materials that would be aligned
with the objectives and the definition.
We found ways to help teachers understand the
definition. We went to districts to help them begin
the curriculum review process.
We decided to do a major trainer of trainers that
spoke to each aspect of the definition of reading.
We had a conference with major researchers here to
speak to the modules focused on narrative strategies, informational strategies, and prior knowledge.
Seventeen states were represented and 600 people
attended the conference. They [attendees] had to
understand constructivism, text structure, prior
knowledge, and schema theory.
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MJ: Has the definition had the impact that you
expected?

ELAINE: I think about the days before the definition. What fascinated me then is that people could
see the purpose for it [the new definition]. It happened so easily. I remember making a presentation
to MEA teachers and after I talked about what reading looked like, the audience broke out in applause.
Throughout the 1980s, I presented in various states.
Michigan was the leader in the country with our definition. We were building assessments linked to our
definition of reading and our textbooks reflected it.
MJ: What do you find to be the most compelling
aspect of the definition?

ELAINE: It's the staying power of it that I find most
compelling. How it has really transformed how we
teach reading. Now, we would never consider reading without considering prior knowledge, the role of
meta-cognition and having conversations with the
author.
MJ: Is there anything else you remember about
MRA in this effort?

NANCY: MRA was significant as a widely respected
association with support. To provide endorsement
[for the definition] from an active, large, professional
organization was significant. We were one important
player in the grand scheme of things. At the time,
there was a confluence of people. We weren't afraid.
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